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David Walker’s Appeal to the Coloured Citizens of the World, published in New York in 

1829, presented one of the most pointed and furious attacks on American slavery and racial 

injustice in the United States. Walker was a free, self-taught black man born in North Carolina, 

but an avid antislavery activist in Boston when his startling and inflammatory piece surfaced. In 

the early 1800s, American society saw the rise of the colonization movement and the early stages 

of an emerging pro-slavery Southern nationalism, developing partly in response to the fear 

evoked by the Haitian Revolution. Walker’s Appeal intensified that fear and further united 

Southern whites against slavery, but also helped convince many Northern whites, such as 

William Lloyd Garrison, that their antislavery efforts needed to be taken up a notch.1 While it 

was overtly addressed to a black audience, the piece was also clearly intended for white readers. 

It consisted of a Preamble and four articles, and it urged black Americans to actively secure their 

own freedom, even if they had to physically fight for it. As Sean Wilentz wrote in his 1994 

introduction to the piece, “The chief aim of Walker’s Appeal was to inspire American blacks 

with a vision of hope and pride—and a prophecy of the destruction of the American status quo.”2 

A central part of the American status quo that Walker’s writing began to disrupt was the social 

construction of race, and what Columbia University Professor of American History Barbara 

Jeanne Fields calls racial ideology. Walker chips at this status quo by comparing American 

slavery to slavery in other civilizations in history, uncovering the basic assumptions of the 

colonization movement, and contesting the use of religion to rationalize cruelty. In all, David 

Walker’s Appeal resists the construction of race by exposing the underlying racism that drove 

American history, shifting responsibility away from nature and onto human actions. 

In her essay, “Slavery, Race and Ideology in the United States of America,” Barbara 

Fields explains both the emergence and endurance of what she calls “racial ideology” in the 
																																																								
1Sean Wilentz, introduction to David Walker's Appeal: To the Coloured Citizens of the World, but In Particular, and 
Very Expressly, to Those of the United States of America (New York: Hill and Wang, 1995), xx.  
2Wilentz, introduction to David Walker's Appeal, xv. 
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United States. Race is a social construct, whereas racial ideology is the process by which race is 

constructed. She elucidates that slavery preceded race; race simply “supplied the means of 

explaining slavery to people whose terrain was a republic founded on radical doctrines of liberty 

and natural rights; and, more important, a republic in which those doctrines seemed to represent 

accurately the world in which all but a minority lived.”3 The idea of race served to justify an 

existing system of oppression and reconcile the glaring contradiction between American freedom 

and American slavery. Today, as Fields points out, many Americans are still enmeshed in racial 

ideology; they verify and propagate the construction of race in their daily, repeated words and 

actions. For example, she deconstructs the common but flawed conception that race is causal 

agent in itself. Instead of accurately understanding race as “a historical phenomenon,” many 

people, from everyday citizens to university scholars, falsely perceive it as “an external motor of 

history.”4 For example, instead of recognizing that Africans were enslaved because their 

exclusive enslavement was convenient and profitable for white settlers at a particular point in 

American history, most people inaccurately state than Africans were enslaved because of their 

race.5 Similarly, many state that black people have been oppressed because of their race, when it 

would be more accurate to say they have been oppressed because of racism. Statements of 

inaccurate causal relations are examples of racial ideology in action. As Toni Morrison explains 

in The Origin of Others,  “When we say ‘race’ as opposed to ‘racism,’ we reify the idea that race 

is somehow a feature of the natural world and racism the predictable result of it.”6 Resisting the 

construction of race, then, involves understanding the difference between nature and nurture, and 

privileging the causal capacity of racism over that of race. This is precisely what David Walker 

does throughout his Appeal.  
																																																								
3Barbara Jeanne Fields, “Slavery, Race and Ideology in the United States of America,” New Left Review 1, no. 181 
(May 1990): 114. 
4Fields, “Slavery, Race and Ideology in the United States of America,” 101. 
5Fields, “Slavery, Race and Ideology in the United States of America,” 105. 
6Toni Morrison, The Origin of Others (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2017), xi. 



	 4	

Walker counters the human invention of race by using historical examples to reveal that 

slavery was dependent on racism, not on race. At the outset of his Appeal, Walker looks to the 

past to prove that, while the cruelty that African slaves suffered in America was unparalleled, the 

very condition of slavery was not unique to them. He notably references the oppression of the 

Israelis under the Egyptians, writing that the Egyptians, “having got possession of the Lord’s 

people, treated them nearly as cruel as Christian Americans do us, at the present day.”7 He goes 

on to point out that Egyptians “were Africans or coloured people, such as we are.” 8 Through this 

role-reversal, where light-skinned people were slaves to dark-skinned people, Walker 

demonstrates that race does not naturally dictate whether a group of people will be the 

oppressors or the oppressed in history. Thus, he effectively confirms Fields’s argument by 

rendering invalid the logic of the statement, “black people were enslaved because of their race.” 

After explaining how Israeli slaves were more fortunate than African slaves, given the quality of 

land they acquired and the legality of interracial marriage, Walker challenges Thomas 

Jefferson’s declaration of black inferiority. He compares Jefferson’s argument in “Notes on 

Virginia” that black people lack the intellectual endowments of white people, to “putting one 

wild deer in an iron cage, where it will be secured, and hold another by the side of the same, then 

let it go, and expect the one in the cage to run as fast as the one at liberty.”9 There is no physical 

or intellectual difference between the two deer themselves; only the cage keeps them apart. 

Walker uses the cage as a symbol of slavery and, more broadly, institutionalized oppression; a 

mechanism that white people constructed to hold back black people. It was not the color of his 

skin but structural racism that kept the average black American from the same level of 

achievement as the typical white American, and that also made American slavery so much 

																																																								
7David Walker, David Walker's Appeal: To the Coloured Citizens of the World, but In Particular, and Very 
Expressly, to Those of the United States of America (New York: Hill and Wang, 1995), 8. 
8Walker, David Walker's Appeal, 8. 
9Walker, David Walker's Appeal, 10. 
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crueler than that of other civilizations in history. Not only does Walker highlight the racism that 

sustained slavery and its detrimental legacies in his Appeal, but he also draws attention to the 

racism of the professedly noble American Colonization Society. 

Through his faith in the possibility of coexistence between white and black Americans, 

Walker combats the racial ideology that underpinned the 19th century colonization movement by 

exposing the racism on which it was founded. Proponents of colonization sought to send free 

blacks to Africa, ostensibly to provide them with a freer and more equal life. Walker, among 

others, believed that the real aim of colonization was to keep free blacks from giving slaves any 

ideas about freedom, ultimately securing the system of slavery.10 Regardless of the true motives 

of colonization, the movement’s central claim that black people could find equality and 

prosperity in Africa was predicated on the assumption that they could never find those things in 

America. In his 1834 “Thoughts on the Colonization of Free Blacks,” founder of the American 

Colonization Society Robert Finley argued that emancipation would be unsafe because “if the 

people of color remain among us, the effect of their presence will be unfavorable to our industry 

and morals.”11 Embedded in this statement is the racist belief that there is something inherently 

“unfavorable” about black people’s dispositions. Further, Finley asserts that, if they stay in 

America, black people will be eternally set back “by prejudice, too deep to be eradicated” and 

would have no hope of “ever assuming an equal standing in society,” whereas they would thrive 

in Africa, “where there was no competition except with their own color.”12 Finely presumes that 

racial prejudice is unconquerable and that whites are an innately superior race; in competing for 

status and power, he insinuates that whites would inevitably beat blacks, simply because of their 

whiteness—a notion unmistakably indicative of white supremacy. However, David Walker’s 

																																																								
10Walker, David Walker's Appeal, 47. 
11 Robert Finley, “Thoughts on The Colonization of Free Blacks,” African Repository and Colonial Journal (1825-
1849) 9, no. 11 (1834): 333. 
12 Finley, “Thoughts on The Colonization of Free Blacks,” 334. 
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hope destabilizes the racial ideology that undergirded Finley’s ideas by implying that only 

racism and white supremacy—human beliefs and actions, as opposed to natural distinctions—

stood in the way of equality. In article four of his Appeal, Walker declares to his white readers, 

“Tell us now no more about colonization, for America is as much our country, as it is yours… 

Treat us like men, and there is no danger but we will all live in peace and happiness together.”13 

He echoes this sentiment when later stating that, if whites treat blacks right or, in other words, if 

racism is eradicated, “the whole of the past will be sunk into oblivion, and we yet, under God, 

will become a united and happy people.”14 Many nineteenth-century readers may have perceived 

such statements as radical, especially those who thought coexistence was impossible and 

prejudice was unavoidable because of race. In accentuating that, if whites improved their 

treatment of American blacks, peace, happiness, and unity were possible, Walker illuminated 

that only human racism, not race, could keep America from a just future.  

Finally, Walker resists the construction of race by repeatedly emphasizing that God saw 

no color distinctions in men, thus challenging the use of religion to justify racism. In the third 

article of his Appeal, Walker asks the rhetorical question, “How can the preachers and people of 

America believe the Bible? Does it teach them any distinction on account of a man’s colour?”15 

Soon after, he cites the Bible’s injunctions to baptize all people, which “do not show the slightest 

degree of distinction.”16 On the same page, he echoes, “Can the American preachers Appeal unto 

God… and tell him, with the Bible in their hands, that they make no distinction on account of 

men’s colour? Can they say, Oh God! thou knowest all things—thou knowest that we make no 

distinction between thy creatures, to whom we have to preach thy Word?”17 Then again, he asks 

white Christians, “Of what kind can your religion be? Can it be that which was preached by our 

																																																								
13Walker, David Walker's Appeal, 70. 
14Walker, David Walker's Appeal, 70. 
15Walker, David Walker's Appeal, 41. 
16Walker, David Walker's Appeal, 42.  
17Walker, David Walker's Appeal, 42.  
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Lord Jesus Christ from Heaven? I believe you cannot be so wicked as to tell him that his Gospel 

was that of distinction.”18 On one page, Walker repeats the word “distinction” five times, 

aggressively highlighting the point that that God did not create race. He also recurrently uses 

rhetorical questions to shame whites and underscore both the religious hypocrisy and sheer 

preposterousness of white supremacy. Walker goes on to challenge his white audience, “Did not 

God make us all as it seemed best to himself? What right, then, has one of us, to despise another, 

and to treat him cruel, on account of his colour, which none, but the God who made it can alter? 

Can there be a greater absurdity in nature, and particularly in a free republican country?”19 By 

calling racial discrimination an “absurdity in nature,” especially after accentuating that God, 

Himself, did not create racial distinctions in men, Walker proves that humans manufactured race 

all on their own. Overall, in demonstrating that race is completely man-made, Walker 

delegitimizes the use of religion as a tool to rationalize and perpetuate racism. If there was no 

race in God’s eyes, white Americans could not invoke God’s name to defend slavery, white 

supremacy, or any other manifestations of racism.  

However, Walker does, to some extent, participate in the construction of race by 

describing certain traits as natural to whites, by virtue of their whiteness. After explaining that 

black slaves in the U.S. are treated worse than any other slaves in history, Walker asserts, “The 

whites have always been an unjust, jealous, unmerciful, avaricious and blood-thirsty set of 

beings, always seeking after power and authority.”20 He adds that “the blacks of Africa” and “the 

mulattoes of Asia” were never “half so avaricious, deceitful and unmerciful as the whites.”21 By 

making such generalizations and comparing the cruelty of whites to non-whites, Walker 

implicitly validates the idea that people of different races have different, innate inclinations. 

																																																								
18Walker, David Walker's Appeal, 42. 
19Walker, David Walker's Appeal, 42-43. 
20Walker, David Walker's Appeal, 16. 
21Walker, David Walker's Appeal, 17. 
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Namely, that white people are naturally more malicious and power-hungry than people of other 

races. Walker makes this point more explicit when he later claims that whites have “an 

avaricious spirit” and a “natural love in them, to be called masters.”22 Although he turns the 

tables by portraying whites as savages, Walker nonetheless reifies the construction of race by 

legitimizing the conviction that character is dictated by skin color. Such a notion gives race the 

power of a causal agent and arguably reinforces racial ideology. Further, in attributing his 

oppressors’ avarice to their whiteness, Walker indirectly blames white “nature,” perhaps more 

than white people’s actions, for slavery and racial inequality. This thinking could lead to the 

conclusion that race was still the thing that caused oppression. Additionally, Walker often 

describes whites as blacks’ “natural enemies.”23 Despite his clarifying that whites made blacks 

their enemies by treating them so terribly, Walker’s continual use of the adjective “natural” 

before the word “enemies” conveys that racial animosity can be inherited and made natural over 

time, instead of something that is created everyday, as Barbara Fields would suggest. 

Some may argue that David Walker’s Appeal also participates in the social construction 

of race by merely using and consequently, validating invented terms to racially distinguish 

people. Walker repeatedly references “We, (coloured people of these United States)” or “We, the 

Blacks,” and often addresses or speaks of “white” people.24 However, instead of perceiving such 

invocations and reifications of race as a limitation of Walker’s Appeal, one could understand 

them as a deliberate and necessary form of irony. Although using these racial terms might seem 

contrary to his efforts to combat the construction of race, he must use them in order to expose the 

racism that exists in a society already deeply immersed in racial ideology. Since Walker was 

working within an environment in which race had already been constructed, it would have been 

impossible for him to shed light on or condemn the injustices of slavery without subscribing to 
																																																								
22Walker, David Walker's Appeal, 61.  
23Walker, David Walker's Appeal, 61.  
24Walker, David Walker's Appeal, 7. 
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the language of race, of “black” and “white.” Likewise, it would be difficult to have 

conversations today about police brutality, mass incarceration, or any other issues that 

disproportionately affect African-Americans without using color terminology for race. Therein 

lies the paradox in which race is, at once, an imagined myth and an unyielding reality. While 

race is not biologically real, the consequences of it are all too real. Therefore, we must talk about 

race in order to address social problems involving racism. At some level, David Walker perhaps 

understood this. His use of the terms “black,” “white,” and “colored,” then, do not undermine his 

overall efforts to resist the construction of race, but actually enhance his efforts to bring injustice 

to national attention. 

Ultimately, through his Appeal, David Walker delegitimizes the social construct of race 

by exposing racism as the driving force behind slavery and racial inequality, the colonization 

movement, and religious justifications of discrimination. Although Walker may seem to 

participate in the invention of race at times, the overall effect of the Appeal is to resist it in ways 

that significantly disrupt to the status quo, by undermining the two greatest assumptions that 

mark racial ideology: that race is a product of nature and a causal agent. In displaying the 

absurdity of race and exposing racism, Walker puts focus on the actions of human beings rather 

than subscribing to the fatally simplistic reduction of social issues to “racial” problems. As 

Barbara Fields writes, “If race lives on today, it can do so only because we continue to create and 

re-create it in our social life, continue to verify it, and thus continue to need a social vocabulary 

that will allow us to make sense not of what our ancestors did then, but of what we ourselves 

choose to do now.”25 Walker highlights not only the racial ideology that fueled American 

history, but also that which besets American society today. We cannot inherit race, as Fields 

aptly stresses; we participate in its creation day in and day out. It is imperative to recognize our 

																																																								
25Fields, “Slavery, Race and Ideology in the United States of America,” 118. 
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central role in its creation, as individuals and as institutions, because, as Toni Morrison suggests, 

“If ‘race’ is the work of genes or the gods, or both, then we can forgive ourselves for never 

having unworked the problem.”26 Although we cannot stop talking about race altogether, we can 

start to correct the daily assumptions we make in order to “unwork the problem”. What we must 

aim for is not a “post-racial” society but instead, a post-racism society. Only when we 

acknowledge that racial ideology is alive and well in the United States today can we hold 

ourselves accountable and pursue the work of resistance, following David Walker’s lead.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
																																																								
26Morrison, The Origin of Others, xi.  
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